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Zebrafish Kidney Phagocytes Utilize Macropinocytosis
and Ca2+-Dependent Endocytic Mechanisms
Claudia Hohn, Sang-Ryul Lee¤, Lesya M. Pinchuk, Lora Petrie-Hanson*
Department of Basic Sciences, College of Veterinary Medicine, Mississippi State University, Mississippi State, Mississippi, United States of America

Abstract
Background: The innate immune response constitutes the first line of defense against invading pathogens and consists of a
variety of immune defense mechanisms including active endocytosis by macrophages and granulocytes. Endocytosis can be
used as a reliable measure of selective and non-selective mechanisms of antigen uptake in the early phase of an immune
response. Numerous assays have been developed to measure this response in a variety of mammalian and fish species. The
small size of the zebrafish has prevented the large-scale collection of monocytes/macrophages and granulocytes for these
endocytic assays.
Methodology/Principal Findings: Pooled zebrafish kidney hematopoietic tissues were used as a source of phagocytic cells
for flow-cytometry based endocytic assays. FITC-Dextran, Lucifer Yellow and FITC-Edwardsiella ictaluri were used to evaluate
selective and non-selective mechanisms of uptake in zebrafish phagocytes.
Conclusions/Significance: Zebrafish kidney phagocytes characterized as monocytes/macrophages, neutrophils and
lymphocytes utilize macropinocytosis and Ca2+-dependant endocytosis mechanisms of antigen uptake. These cells do
not appear to utilize a mannose receptor. Heat-killed Edwardsiella ictaluri induces cytoskeletal interactions for internalization
in zebrafish kidney monocytes/macrophages and granulocytes. The proposed method is easy to implement and should
prove especially useful in immunological, toxicological and epidemiological research.
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In seabream the capture of antigens by surface receptors, such
as the mannose receptor (MR) and glucan receptor was reported
[20,21]. In mammals these receptors allow efficient delivery of
antigen to the processing compartment via receptor-mediated
endocytosis [22]. MR-dependent endocytosis can be assessed by
fluorescein isothiocyanate-labeled dextran (FITC-DX) uptake and
inhibited by EDTA, anti-mannose receptor mAbs or mannan, a
natural ligand of the MR in mammals [23]. Antigens that fail to
bind to cell surface receptors can still be taken up by fluid phase
endocytosis but with a lower efficiency [24]. Fluid phase uptake
can occur via the distinct mechanisms of micropinocytosis and
macropinocytosis [24]. In mammals, macropinocytosis is a potent
non-selective mechanism of antigen uptake limited to immature
dendritic cells and their myeloid progenitors, and monocytes/
macrophages activated by exogenous stimuli [25,26]. The
internalization of solutes by macropinocytosis is much more
effective than other fluid-phase uptake mechanisms, particularly
micropinocytosis mediated by clathrin-coated vesicles [26]. Lucifer
Yellow (LY) is traditionally used to assess macropinocytosis
[23,27,28]. Cytochalasin D (CCD) is a cell permeable mycotoxin
that inhibits macropinocytosis by blocking the formation of
microfilaments and microtubules, but has no significant effect on
receptor-mediated endocytosis [24].

Introduction
The zebrafish, one of the most popular animals of developmental
biologists, is rapidly gaining ground as an infection and immunology
model [1–3]. The ease of producing specific zebrafish mutants is an
additional benefit of using this model for experimental immunology
[4]. Fish possess a well-developed, non-specific innate immune
system, and phagocytes play an important role in the fish defense
against microorganisms [5–13]. Phagocytic function has been used
as an immunological parameter to evaluate the health status and
immune function of different fish species under diverse biotic and
abiotic factors such as pollutants [14], diets [15], temperature [16],
pathogens [5] and genetic variation [17]. Cells of the monocyte/
macrophage and granulocyte lineage are important elements of the
immune defense system. These cells take up and destroy non-self
damaged or apoptotic cells. Macrophages present antigens to
lymphocytes and produce cytokines. Multiple mechanisms of
endocytosis are used by different cell types [18]. In teleosts, B cells
are also capable of ingesting particles and killing pathogens [19].
Even though our main focus lies in the role of zebrafish monocytes/
macrophages and granulocytes for disease control, we included data
supporting and expanding the findings by Li et al (2006) [19] on the
endocytic abilities of teleost B cells.
PLoS ONE | www.plosone.org
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determine the mechanism of endocytosis, three different inhibitors
were used. Cells were incubated for 5 min in the presence of
inhibitor prior to 30 min or 1 hour incubation with FITC-DX 70
(500 mg/ml), FITC-DX 40 (500 mg/ml), LY (10 mg/ml), or FITCE. ictaluri (1.86108 cells/mL). To inhibit macropinocytosis and
phagocytosis 2.5 mg/ml, Cytochalasin D (CCD) (Sigma-Aldrich
Inc., St. Louis, MO) was used. To inhibit Ca2+-dependent
endocytosis that is usually receptor-mediated, samples were
incubated with EDTA (1 mM). Mannan (500 ug/ml) (SigmaAldrich Inc., St. Louis, MO) was added to inhibit specific uptake by
the MR. Each endocytic assay was carried out in triplicate from a
cell suspension of pooled kidney cells from 10 fish.
To study dose dependent uptake, kidney cells were incubated
for 1 hour at 30uC with 4 different concentrations of FITC-DX 40
(100 mg/ml, 500 ml/ml, 1 mg/ml, 2 mg/ml PBS) or LY (0.25 mg/
ml, 2.5 mg/ml, 12.5 mg/ml, 25 mg/ml). Cells in gate 1 (Figure 1A)
where analyzed for endocytic uptake.
To test for appropriate dosages of the inhibitors CCD and
EDTA as well as EtOH (the solvent for CCD), CCD inhibition of
LY was performed at 3 concentrations: 2.5 mg/ml, 5 mg/ml,
10 mg/ml. In a parallel study the effect of EtOH (molecular grade,
200-proof) at 5 ml/ml, 10 ml/ml, 20 ml/ml, on kidney cells was
tested. EDTA was added to FITC-E. ictaluri at: 1 mM, 5 mM,
10 mM. All dosage studies were conducted in triplicates at 30uC
and results compared to untreated 4uC and 30uC controls.

Little is known about the selective and non-selective mechanisms of antigen uptake in fish. Zebrafish have been established as
a model for the infectious disease Enteric Septicemia of Catfish
caused by the intracellular pathogen Edwardsiella ictaluri [29]. The
described endocytic assay was used to investigate the mechanisms
of uptake of E. ictaluri. The small size of zebrafish (3–5 cm) has
precluded the routine isolation of homogenous suspensions of
monocytes or neutrophils and the additional lack of phagocytic cell
lines have delayed the development of flow cytometric phagocytic
assays for the zebrafish model system [30]. We describe a method
of measuring antigen uptake in zebrafish phagocytes that utilizes
flow cytometry to separate major blood cell lineages of zebrafish
kidney cells (site of multilineage hematopoiesis) [31]. We gated for
cells of interest eliminating the need of purification by gradient
procedures. The endocytic abilities of kidney phagocytic cells were
analyzed using electronic gating.
The aim of this study was to investigate the uptake mechanisms
of zebrafish anterior kidney phagocytes. To achieve this aim, we
modified existing phagocytic assays using flow-cytometry.

Materials and Methods
Zebrafish care
Zebrafish were housed in the CVM-MSU specific pathogen free
fish hatchery [32] our water temperature was regulated by
submersible heaters and closely monitored at 28uC61. Maintenance and propagation of fish were performed according to
modified standard protocols [33] and are posted at: http://www.
cvm.msstate.edu/zebrafish/index.html.
All experiments were approved by the Institutional Animal Care
and Use Committee at Mississippi State University.

Labeling of E. ictaluri with FITC
E. ictaluri (93146 WT#19) was labeled with FITC following the
Vibrio anguillarum labeling protocol of Chavez-Pozo et al. [37]. Bacteria
were grown over-night in brain heart infusion (Becton Dickinson,
Franklin Lakes, NJ) supplemented with 50 mg/ml FITC (SigmaAldrich Inc., St. Louis, MO) at 30uC in a light-protected
environment. Bacteria were washed three times in PBS by
centrifugation for 10 min at 1000g and killed by heating at 60uC
for 20 min. After an additional washing step, optical density (OD)
was measured and bacterial concentrations were adjusted to 1.86108
cells/ml (OD 0.4 at 540 nm) and used in endocytosis assays.

Cell preparation
Zebrafish were anesthetized in MS-222 (pH 7) [33]. Kidneys
where excised as described previously [34]. To obtain single kidney
cells, published kidney cell suspension protocols were modified [35].
Ten whole kidneys were pooled in 1 ml tissue culture media (RPMI1640 supplemented with 10% fetal bovine serum, 1% Glutamax-1).
Cells were disrupted from the whole kidney tissue by pipetting the
suspension repeatedly. Cell suspensions were passed through a
40 mm cell strainer, collected in a 50 ml conical tube and rinsed
with 1 ml tissue culture media. This procedure yielded approximately 76106 mixed kidney cells per ml.

Flow cytometry
To measure Mean Fluorescent Intensity (MFI), samples were
mixed gently, acquired and analyzed by a FACS Calibur flow
cytometer (Becton Dickinson, Franklin Lakes, NJ). Initially, the
instrument settings were adjusted to obtain optimal separation of
the different cell populations present in zebrafish kidney leukocytes
[38,39]. The data of a total of 200,000 cells per sample were
collected with an average of 67,000 cells in gate 1 and 23,000 cells
in gate 2 (Figure 1A). Data were analyzed as dot plots using Side
scatter (granularity) (SSC) and Forward scatter (size) (FSC)
parameters (Figure 1A). After setting an electronic gate on
macrophages/monocytes and granulocytes, incorporation of
FITC-DX, LY or FITC-E. ictaluri was measured as green
fluorescence (FL1) at 530 nm (Figure 1B), expressed as MFI,
and analyzed using CellQuestTM Pro software (Becton Dickinson,
Franklin Lakes, NJ).
Cell sorting was performed in the flow cytometry core facility at
the LSU Health Sciences Center in Shreveport. Kidney cells
(Figure 1A) were sorted by FACSAriaTM (Becton Dickinson,
Franklin Lakes, NJ) to reproduce previous findings [31], to justify
electronic gating used by the described phagocytosis assay and for
photography.

Endocytosis assays
The ability of kidney macrophages/monocytes and granulocytes
to endocytose FITC-DX 70, FITC-DX 40 (Sigma-Aldrich Inc., St.
Louis, MO), LY (Invitrogen Corporation, Carlsbad, CA) or heatkilled FITC-Edwardsiella ictaluri (FITC-E. ictaluri) as well as uptake of
FITC-DX 40 and LY in zebrafish lymphocytes was measured
following published procedures for mammalian cells [23,27]. One
hundred microliters of kidney hematopoietic cell suspension per
sample was incubated for 30 min or 1 hour at 30uC representing
our zebrafish holding temperature to measure active endocytosis or
at 4uC to determine background levels of endocytosis (negative
control). The cell suspension was washed three times by
centrifugation at 400 g for 5 min and resuspended in ice-cold
phosphate buffered saline (PBS) and analyzed by flow cytometry.
Initial experiments also included incubation at 37uC. To monitor
the effects of the incubation temperatures on cell viability within the
gated cells, we evaluated cell death using propidium iodide staining
(PI) [36]. Three samples were incubated for 1 hour at 4uC, 30uC
and 37uC. Cells were washed as described above and PI was added
at 5 ml (stock = 200 mg/ml) per milliliter of cells before analysis. To
PLoS ONE | www.plosone.org
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Fluorescence is represented as the mean6s.e.m.. All endocytosis
assays were performed in triplicate. Statistical significance was
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Figure 1. Electronic separation of kidney leukocytes by flow cytometry and measurement of fluorescence in phagocytic cells. A)
Forward Scatter (FSC) and Side Scatter (SSC) characteristics of kidney cell suspensions differentiate 3 distinct cell populations in zebrafish 1:
macrophage/monocytes and granulocytes, 2: hematopoietic precursors, 3: lymphocytes and lymphocyte-like cells. Inset shows Wright stain of sorted
cells from gate 1. B) Endocytosis was assessed by measuring green fluorescent intensity (FL1) in the gated macrophage/monocytes and granulocytes
or lymphocytes. The fluorescent peaks in this example indicate active macropinocytosis of FITC-E. ictaluri at 30uC and 37uC compared to 4uC control
in gate1. Since ingestion of bacteria could alter size and granularity of cells the analytical gating for phagocytes in gate 1 was expanded (square gate)
to control a potential shift of cells. Note about inset: Sorted cells image was taken separately from endocytosis experiments. The described method
does not rely on actual cell sorting but rather on electronic gating of cell populations.
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0004314.g001

determined using ANOVA with LSD correction for multiple
comparisons as a post hoc test. Statistical significance was accepted
at p#0.05. Statistical analyses were performed using SPSSH for
Windows 15.0 (SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL).

granularity (SSC) (Figure 1A): 1) macrophage/monocytes and
granulocytes, 2) hematopoietic precursors, and 3) lymphocytes and
lymphocyte-like cells. In Figure 1B the MFI of the phagocytic cells
in gate 1 is demonstrated. They formed a very distinct cell
population, making electronic gating possible and eliminating the
need to sort phagocytes from other cell populations. For the
phagocytic assays, we sometimes observed a shift in phagocyte
populations in gate 1. This shift was most likely due to uptake of
particles during incubation and did not overlap with the other cell
populations. To account for this change in size and granularity the
electronic gate was expanded (Figure 1A).

Results
Characterization of zebrafish leukocytes
When hematopoietic cells of zebrafish were evaluated by flow
cytometry, three distinct non-erythrocyte cell populations were
electronically separated according to their size (FSC) and
PLoS ONE | www.plosone.org
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concentrations no increase in inhibition was observed whereas
higher EtOH concentrations affected the endocytic ability of cells
(data not shown).
A 30% inhibition of heat-killed FITC-E. ictaluri uptake due to
EDTA (1 mM) was observed. Higher concentrations of EDTA did
not further inhibit the uptake of bacteria (data not shown).

Viability and inhibitors
PI was added to cells that
had been incubated at 4uC, 30uC and 37uC to monitor the
possible adverse effect of the incubation temperatures on zebrafish
kidney cells. Cells incubated at 30uC, close to our fish holding
temperature, showed only a small percentage of dead cells; 97% of
monocytes/macrophages and granulocytes and 98% of
lymphocytes were viable. At 4uC alive cells also exceeded 95%
in both gates. At 37uC a slight increase of necrotic cells with 92.4%
viable cells was observed (Figure 2).
Dosage of inhibitors. CCD and EDTA were tested at
different concentrations to establish working concentrations for
maximum inhibition without toxic effects on cells. At a
concentration of 2.5 mg CCD per milliliter EtOH, a 40%
inhibition of LY uptake occurred. In a parallel study the
corresponding concentration of 5 ml EtOH per ml of kidney
cells showed no adverse effects on LY uptake. At higher CCD
Propidium iodide (PI) control.

Fluid-phase uptake and receptor-mediated endocytosis
in zebrafish phagocytes
Non-selective uptake. Lucifer Yellow was actively taken up
by zebrafish monocytes/macrophages and granulocytes at 30uC,
and increased numerically at 37uC (Figure 3A). The increased
uptake seen at 37uC (Figure 3A) was reproduced by prolonging the
incubation times from 30 min to 1 hour (Figure 3B,C). The
addition of Cytochalasin D (CCD), a potent inhibitor of actin
polymerization, significantly inhibited LY uptake in zebrafish
phagocytes whereas the addition of EDTA had no significant

Figure 2. Cell death analyses by Propidium iodide (PI) fluorescence. Propidium iodide was used to monitor cell death at different incubation
temperatures used in this study. Only dead cells take up PI and emit red fluorescence (FL2). Phagocytes (Gate1 Figure 1A) and lymphocytes (Gate 2
Figure 1A) were incubated for 1 hour at 4uC, 30uC and 37uC before addition of PI.
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0004314.g002
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Figure 3. Non-selective uptake via macropinocytosis of Lucifer Yellow (LY) in zebrafish kidney phagocytes. The y-axis represents fold
increase in mean fluorescent intensity (MFI) compared to basal conditions (4uC treatment). The x-axis represents the experimental conditions during
incubation. A) After an incubation time of 30 min a significant uptake of LY at 30uC and 37uC was observed. B) The inhibition affect of Cytochalasin D
(CCD) (2.5 mg/ml) when added to kidney cells prior to incubation for 1 hour with LY. Addition of the inhibitor EDTA (1 mM) had no significant effect
on LY uptake in granulocytes and macrophages. C) Macropinocytosis in zebrafish lymphocyte population. Non-selective uptake of LY was also
observed in cells of the lymphocyte gate. This uptake was significantly inhibited by CCD (2.5 mg/ml) but not by EDTA (1 mM). Same letters indicate
no significant difference in MFI. Average fold change in MFI6s.e.m. from 3 replicates is shown (p,0.05).
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0004314.g003

adverse effect on LY uptake (Figure 3B,C) suggesting
macropinocytosis as the mechanism of uptake. Fluid phase
uptake was not saturable with increasing concentrations of the
antigen LY. The amount of LY accumulated by monocytes/
macrophages and granulocytes was proportional to the
concentration of LY in the medium, indicating macropinocytosis
as the mechanism of uptake (Figure 4A).
We were also able to demonstrate fluid-phase uptake via
macropinocytosis in zebrafish lymphocytes (3C). The uptake
increased from 10.860.4 mean fluorescent intensity (MFI) at
4uC to 18.960.3 MFI at 30uC (Figure 3B). The lymphocytes did
take up LY, but at a much lower amount per cell, with 3.860.6
MFI at 4uC to 8.460.2 MFI at 30uC (Figure 3C).
Mannose receptor-mediated antigen uptake. Incubation
of zebrafish phagocytes with FITC-DX 70 showed no significant
active uptake in antigen at 30uC or 37uC (Figure 5A). Incubation
of zebrafish phagocytes with the smaller antigen FITC-DX 40
demonstrated a significant 1.35 fold increase in uptake over the
4uC control samples (Figure 5A). To get information about the
mechanisms of uptake of FITC-DX 40, we used 3 different
inhibitors and measured the amount taken up as a function of the
concentration in solution. No significant inhibition was observed
when EDTA or mannan was added. Partial inhibition occurred in
the CCD treatment (Figure 5B). In addition, the amount of FITCDX 40 accumulated by the phagocytes was unsaturable
(Figure 4B). These findings suggest that uptake of FITC-DX in
zebrafish kidney phagocytes is non-specific and that in this study,
mannose receptor was not involved.

Discussion
With an average length of 3–5 cm and blood yield of 10 ml per
zebrafish, commercially available phagocytosis test kits are not
practical for use in zebrafish. Traditional tests using fluorescent or
light microscopy to calculate phagocytic index or phagocytic
capacity are labor intensive and can be biased [11,40–42]. Studies
in which microscopic assessment of phagocytosis in head kidney
granulocytes of fresh water fish were compared to the flow
cytometry method reported accurate correlations between procedures [43,44]. Our findings also support flow cytometry as a
suitable method for endocytic studies in fish. A well known
difficulty of zebrafish immunological research is the paucity of
mAbs against zebrafish blood cells, which excludes use of
fluorescent activation cell sorting, a technique sometimes used in
other fish species to sort for cells of interest [45]. Utilization of
flow-cytometry to electronically gate for kidney cells of interest as
first shown by Traver et al. (2003) [31] avoids the need to separate
cell populations by gradients, which is difficult when small
numbers of cells are being used. Additionally, electronic gates
can be set at multiple cell populations of interest and data can be
acquired simultaneously and electronic gates can be extended to
compensate for morphological changes in cells due to uptake of
particles. Utilizing flow-cytometry greatly reduces the number of
animals used and at the same time allows replicates to be analyzed
quickly to obtain reproducible data. Peripheral blood assays study
phagocytosis in mammalian macrophages and neutrophils have
been described [46–49] but erythrocyte populations complicate
cell separations in zebrafish. Lysis of fish erythrocytes is more
difficult compared to mammals [50], and results in nuclei that
falsely alter leukocyte counts. Separation of unlysed, whole blood
cell populations, utilizing the specific stains DiOC6 and DiOC5,
has been demonstrated in common carp [51] with the potential to
separate lymphocytes from thrombocytes [52]. Although this
technique was unsuccessful in zebrafish whole blood, in zebrafish
kidney cell preparations forward and side scatter properties did
separate cell populations (Figure 1) [4,31,38,39], and thrombocytes comprised only 0.5% of total leucocytes [34,53].
Control samples incubated at 4uC indicated very little nonspecific uptake or superficial adherence occurred. The fluorescence detected in the control sample corresponds to adherence

Mechanisms of heat-killed E. ictaluri uptake in zebrafish
phagocytes. Renal phagocytic cells were incubated with heat-

killed FITC-E. ictaluri in the presence of the inhibitors CCD or EDTA
and demonstrated significant active uptake of E. ictaluri at 30uC and a
further significant increase in uptake at 37uC (Figure 6A). When cells
were incubated with CCD, significant reduction of actin-dependent
uptake was measured, indicating that macropinocytosis plays an
important role in the internalization of this pathogen (Figure 6B).
Further, when kidney phagocytes were incubated with FITC-E.
ictaluri in the presence of EDTA, a significant inhibitory effect of
EDTA suggested that Ca2+-dependant receptor-mediated
endocytosis was also involved in the uptake of heat-killed E. ictaluri
by zebrafish kidney phagocytes (Figure 6B).
PLoS ONE | www.plosone.org
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Figure 4. Endocytosis of different markers in renal monocytes/macrophages and granulocytes reveals nonsaturable mechanisms of
uptake. Cells were incubated at 30uC in the presence of different concentrations of Lucifer Yellow (LY) (A) or FITC-DX 40 (B) and the amount
accumulated was measured as mean fluorescent intensity (MFI) after 1 hour. The background fluorescence (cells incubated at 4uC) was subtracted.
Both graphs show a dose dependent nonsaturable uptake indicative of macropinocytosis as mechanism of endocytosis.
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0004314.g004

and/or non-specific antigen uptake, which is not affected at low
temperatures, while active cellular functions, including phagocytosis, are inhibited [48]. To validate the use of reagents and
procedures, optimized for mammalian cells, we initially incubated
zebrafish cells at 30uC and 37uC. We found that MFI was
increased at 37uC and therefore prolonged the incubation time to
offset the lower incubation temperature of fish cells.
Macropinocytosis is a major endocytic pathway involved in nonselective bulk fluid-phase uptake [18], and LY is a model antigen to
investigate this mechanism of uptake in mammals [23,54]. Our
study demonstrates that zebrafish phagocytes are able to capture LY
by macropinocytosis and like cattle [27,55] and human dendritic
cells [23], zebrafish phagocytes use macropinocytosis for a bulk-fluid
uptake of soluble antigens. Li et al. [19] investigated the phagocytic
abilities of B cells in trout and channel catfish. We utilized this flow
cytometry based phagocytic assay to investigate endocytosis in
zebrafish lymphocytes and we were able to show fluid phase uptake
by macropinocytosis in gated populations of lymphocyte and
lymphocyte-like cells. Future investigation will show if zebrafish
lymphocytes are also capable of receptor mediated uptake of
particles as has been shown in trout and Xenopus laevis [19].
Zebrafish are increasingly utilized as a model for human
pathogens [56–59] as well as economically important fish
PLoS ONE | www.plosone.org

pathogens [13,29,60]. Since tested compounds where successfully
taken up at 30uC, closely representing the zebrafish holding
temperature in our facility, and 37uC, the optimal temperature for
mammalian pathogens, the data presented here suggests a possible
application of zebrafish phagocytic cells in some mammalian
disease models. Propidium iodide controls demonstrated the
viability of zebrafish cells at all tested incubation temperatures.
Dead cells have different scatter properties than living cells. In
particular, because of their perforated outer membrane, they have
a lower refractive index than living cells and therefore have
forward scatter signals of lower intensity [61]. Therefore it is
generally advised not to use gates when analyzing a population for
the proportion of dead and live cells. Since we used electronic
gating to measure endocytosis in different phagocyte populations
we decided to also measure necrosis specifically within those gates.
When using this phagocytic assay the forward and side scatter plot
indicates the status of the cells since dead or dying cells are visible
in the lower left of the scatter plot outside the electronic gates and
are therefore not analyzed for phagocytosis.
Zebrafish have been evaluated as a model for E. ictaluri
pathogenesis [29], and demonstrate characteristic pathology. In
the current study, heat-killed FITC-E. ictaluri was used to
investigate the mechanism of E. ictaluri uptake in zebrafish kidney
6
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Figure 5. Uptake of FITC-DX by zebrafish kidney phagocytes. The y-axis represents fold increase in mean fluorescent intensity (MFI)
compared to basal conditions (4uC treatment). The x-axis represents the experimental conditions during incubation. A) A comparison of uptake of
FITC-DX 40 to FITC-DX 70 after 30 min at 30uC. B) The affect of Cytochalasin D (CCD), EDTA and Mannan on FITC-DX 40 uptake after 1 hour
incubation at 30uC. Same letters indicate no significant difference in MFI. Average fold change in MFI6s.e.m. from 3 replicates is shown (p,0.05).
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0004314.g005

phagocytic cells. Skirpstunas et al. used chemical inhibitors to
demonstrate the importance of cellular microfilament and
receptor-mediated endocytosis in the uptake of E. ictaluri in
mammalian epithelial cells [62]. The inhibitor CCD specifically
bound to actin causing microfilament depolymerization, which
resulted in altered cell morphology and interference with bacterial
adherence and entry [63]. EDTA blocks receptor mediated
endocytosis which involves phagocytosis and micropinocytosis.
The data presented here demonstrate that uptake requiring
surface alterations to facilitate either adherence and/or internalization was substantially reduced after incubation with CCD and
EDTA, suggesting that heat-killed E. ictaluri may also induce a
system of cytoskeletal interactions for internalization in zebrafish
kidney phagocytic cells.
FITC-DX is used to demonstrate MR-mediated endocytosis,
and is accepted as a classical model antigen for mammalian
antigen presenting cells [23,27]. Many pathogens have abundant
mannose, glucose and other sugars on their cell surfaces. Specific
receptors recognize these sugars, and are well-characterized in
mammals. The MR is the most studied of the lectin-like receptors
[64,65]. These receptors constitute an essential part of the host
defense system because they are involved in phagocytosis of
infectious agents and in the internalization of parasites that
PLoS ONE | www.plosone.org

replicate inside phagocytes [66]. Fish possess the putative MR
proteins that exhibit structural similarity to other vertebrate MR
proteins, suggesting that they are present in all vertebrates [21]. In
zebrafish the mannose 6-phosphate receptor has been biochemically characterized and the amino acid sequence was found to be
51% identical to human and 53% identical to chicken receptor
[67,68]. When expressed in mannose receptor deficient mouse
embryonic cells, the zebrafish MR rescued phosphomannan
binding [67]. In a separate study, four amino acid residues
essential for carbohydrate recognition by the bovine MR were
found to be conserved in zebrafish MR [68]. When zebrafish
phagocytes were incubated with FITC-DX 70 no significant
uptake occurred. The smaller FITC-DX 40 was taken up but
inhibition with the MR specific inhibitor mannan was unsuccessful, suggesting uptake was due to macropinocytosis. Esteban et al.
[20] reported an involvement of glucan receptor but not MR in
the phagocytosis of pathogens by seabream peripheral blood
leukocytes. However, Rodriguez et al. [21] indicated MR mediated
uptake in seabream kidney phagocytes. In mammals, MR
expression is minimal in immature bone marrow monocyte/
macrophage but when induced to mature by immunoglobulin G
(IgG) exposure MR surface expression is up regulated as much as
7- to 12-fold [69]. IgF binding sites have also been reported on
7
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Figure 6. Uptake of heat-killed FITC-E. ictaluri in zebrafish kidney phagocytes. The y-axis represents fold increase in mean fluorescent
intensity (MFI) compared to basal conditions (4uC treatment). The x-axis represents the experimental conditions during incubation. A) Significant
uptake of FITC-E. ictaluri at 30uC and 37uC when compared to 4uC control treatment was demonstrated. B) Significant inhibition after incubation of
kidney cells with CCD is shown indicating non-selective uptake via macropinocytosis. Adding EDTA also significantly inhibited FITC-E. ictaluri uptake.
EDTA is known to inhibit receptor-mediated endocytosis. Same letters indicate no significant difference in MFI. Average fold change in MFI6s.e.m.
from 3 replicates is shown (p,0.05).
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0004314.g006

trout MR [70]. Considering that we utilized zebrafish grown
under specific pathogen free conditions and the cells used were
from the bone marrow equivalent in fish, the possibility of low
expression of MR in these cells could account for the lack of
mannan inhibition and the apparent uptake of FITC-DX by
macropinocytosis alone. Further investigations are needed to
clarify these conflicting findings of MR mediated uptake in teleost
kidney phagocytes.
In conclusion, the data presented here underlines the applicability of zebrafish in both fish and mammalian disease models.
Zebrafish kidney phagocytes utilize macropinocytosis and Ca2+
dependant endocytic mechanisms. Furthermore, heat-killed E.
ictaluri induces a complex system of cytoskeletal interactions for
internalization in zebrafish kidney phagocytic cells. We speculate
that MR mediated phagocytosis is not an important mechanism
for pathogen recognition in zebrafish kidney cells. However, this
receptor is likely important for pathogen recognition in differentiated macrophages. Flow cytometry is a quick, reproducible, and
objective method to evaluate the endocytic capacity of zebrafish
renal phagocytes. Additionally, this method is particularly useful
for simultaneous multi-parameter analyses of small sample
volumes and provides a simple and rapid assay for studying
PLoS ONE | www.plosone.org

innate immunity in zebrafish. Flow cytometric endocytic assays
will enable researchers to study the effects of pathogens,
environmental toxins and stress on fish immune health utilizing
the zebrafish model.
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10. Esteban MA, Mulero V, Muñoz J, Meseguer J (1998) Methodological aspects of
assessing phagocytosis of Vibrio anguillarum by leucocytes of gilthead seabream
(Sparus aurata L.) by flow cytometry and electron microscopy. Cell Tissue Res
293: 133–141.
11. Jensch-Junior BE, Pressinotti LN, Borges JCS, da Silva JRMC (2006)
Characterization of macrophage phagocytosis of the tropical fish Prochilodus
scrofa (Steindachner, 1881). Aquaculture 251: 509–515.
12. Neumann NF, Stafford JL, Barreda D, Ainsworth AJ, Belosevic M (2001)
Antimicrobial mechanisms of fish phagocytes and their role in host defense. Dev
Comp Immunol 25: 807–825.
13. Swaim LE, Connolly LE, Volkman HE, Humbert O, Born DE, et al. (2006)
Mycobacterium marinum infection of adult zebrafish causes caseating granulomatous
tuberculosis and is moderated by adaptive immunity. Infect Immun 74:
6108–6117.
14. Weeks SA, Warinner JE (1986) Functional evaluation of macrophages in fish
from a polluted estuary. Vet Immunol Immunopathol 12: 313–320.
15. Blazer VS (1991) Piscine macrophage function and nutritional influences: a
review. J Aquat Anim Health 3: 77–86.
16. Hardie LJ, Fletcher TC, Secombes CJ (1994) Effect of temperature on
macrophage activation and the production of macrophage activating factor by
rainbow trout (Oncorhynchus mykiss) leucocytes. Dev Comp Immunol 18: 57–66.
17. Sarder MRI, Thompson KD, Penman DJ, McAndrew BJ (2001) Immune
responses of Nile tilapia (Oreochromis niloticus L.) clones: I. Non-specific responses.
Dev Comp Immunol 25: 37–46.
18. Conner SD, Schmid SL (2003) Regulated portals of entry into the cell. Nature
422: 37–44.
19. Li J, Barreda DR, Zhang Y-A, Boshra H, Gelman AE, et al. (2006) B
lymphocytes from early vertebrates have potent phagocytic and microbicidal
abilities. Nat Immunol 7: 1116–1124.
20. Esteban MA, Rodriguez A, Meseguer J (2004) Glucan receptor but not mannose
receptor is involved in the phagocytosis of Saccharomyces cerevisiae by seabream
(Sparus aurata L.) blood leucocytes. Fish Shellfish Immun 16: 447–451.
21. Rodriguez A, Esteban MA, Meseguer J (2003) A mannose-receptor is possibly
involved in the phagocytosis of Saccharomyces cerevisiae by seabream (Sparus aurata
L.) leucocytes. Fish Shellfish Immun 14: 375–388.
22. East L, Isacke CM (2002) The mannose receptor family. BBA-Gen Subjects
1572: 364–386.
23. Sallusto F, Cella M, Danieli C, Lanzavecchia A (1995) Dendritic cells use
macropinocytosis and the mannose receptor to concentrate macromolecules in
the major histocompatibility complex class II compartment: downregulation by
cytokines and bacterial products. J Exp Med 182: 389–400.
24. Watts C, Marsh M (1992) Endocytosis: what goes in and how? J Cell Sci 103:
1–8.
25. Racoosin EL, Swanson JA (1992) M-CSF-induced macropinocytosis increases
solute endocytosis but not receptor-mediated endocytosis in mouse macrophages. J Cell Sci 102: 867–880.
26. Norbury CC (2006) Drinking a lot is good for dendritic cells. Immunology 117:
443–451.
27. Boyd BL, Lee TM, Kruger EF, Pinchuk LM (2004) Cytopathic and noncytopathic bovine viral diarrhoea virus biotypes affect fluid phase uptake and
mannose receptor-mediated endocytosis in bovine monocytes. Vet Immunol
Immunopathol 102: 53–65.

PLoS ONE | www.plosone.org

9

February 2009 | Volume 4 | Issue 2 | e4314

Danio Phagocytes Endocytosis

54. Krysko DV, Denecker G, Festjens N, Gabriels S, Parthoens E, et al. (2006)
Macrophages use different internalization mechanisms to clear apoptotic and
necrotic cells. Cell Death Differ 13: 2011–2022.
55. Pinchuk LM, Boyd BL, Kruger EF, Roditi I, Furger A (2003) Bovine dendritic
cells generated from monocytes and bone marrow progenitors regulate
immunoglobulin production in peripheral blood B cells. Comp Immunol
Microbiol Infect Dis 26: 233–249.
56. Miller J, Neely M (2004) Zebrafish as a model host for streptococcal
pathogenesis. Acta Trop 91: 53–68.
57. Neely M, Pfeifer J, Caparon M (2002) Streptococcus - zebrafish model of
bacterial pathogenesis. Infect Immun 70: 3904–3914.
58. Pressley M, Phelan P, Witten E, Mellon M, Kim C (2005) Pathogenensis and
inflammatory response to Edwardsiella tarda infection in the zebrafish. Dev Comp
Immunol 29: 501–513.
59. Lin B, Chen S, Cao Z, Lin Y, Mo D, et al. (2007) Acute phase response in
zebrafish upon Aeromonas salmonicida and Staphylococcus aureus infection: Striking
similarities and obvious differences with mammals. Mol Immunol 44: 295–301.
60. Novoa B, Romero A, Mulero V, Rodriguez I, Fernandez I, et al. (2006)
Zebrafish (Danio rerio) as a model for the study of vaccination against viral
haemorrhagic septicemia virus (VHSV). Vaccine 24: 5806–5816.
61. Longobardi Givan A (2001) Flow cytometry: first principles. New York: WileyLiss. pp 154–157.
62. Skirpstunas R, Baldwin T (2002) Edwardsiella ictaluri invasion of IEC-6, Henle
407, fathead minnow and channel catfish enteric epithelial cells. Dis Aquat
Organ 51: 161–167.

PLoS ONE | www.plosone.org

63. Ewanowich CA, Peppler MS (1990) Phorbol myristate acetate inhibits HeLa 229
invasion by Bordatella pertussis and other invasive bacterial pathogens. Infect
Immun 58: 3187–3193.
64. Shepherd VL, Campbell EJ, Senior RM, Stahl PD (1982) Characterization of
the mannose/fucose receptor on human mononuclear phagocytes.
J Reticuloendoth Soc 32: 423–431.
65. Lam JS, Huang H, Levitz SM (2007) Effect of differential N-linked and O-linked
mannosylation on recognition of fungal antigens by dendritic cells. PLoS One 2:
e1009.
66. Kahn S, Wleklinski M, Aruffo A, Farr A, Coder D, et al. (1995) Trypanosoma cruzi
amastigote adhesion to macrophages is facilitated by the mannose receptor. J Exp
Med 182.
67. Koduru S, Vegiraju S, Nadimpalli S, von Figura K, Pohlmann R, et al. (2006)
The early vertebrate Danio rerio Mr 46000 mannose-6-phosphate receptor:
biochemical and functional characterisation. Dev Genes Evol 216: 133–143.
68. Nolan C, McCarthy K, Eivers E, Jirtle R, Byrnes L (2006) Mannose 6-phosphate
receptors in an ancient vertebrate, zebrafish. Dev Genes Evol 216: 144–151.
69. Schreiber S, Blum JS, Stenson WF, MacDermott RP, Stahl PD, et al. (1991)
Monomeric IgG2a promotes maturation of bone-marrow macrophages and
expression of the mannose receptor. PNAS 88: 1616–1620.
70. Mendez E, Planas JV, Castillo J, Navarro I, Gutierrez J (2001) Identification of a
type II insulin-like growth factor receptor in fish embryos. Endocrinology 142:
1090–1097.

10

February 2009 | Volume 4 | Issue 2 | e4314

